BACKGROUND
This paper is an intermediate output of the SpatialNorth project, funded through the Northern Periphery Programme (INTERREG IIIB 2000 , and involves four regions; East Iceland, Västernorrland (Sweden), North Karelia (Finland) and the Highlands and Islands of Scotland.
The main objectives of the SpatialNorth project are to: (i) give a transnational perspective on the issues of spatial planning in regions in the Northern Periphery; and (ii) develop a toolbox of best practice for the development and implementation of strategic spatial plans. The European Commission is signalling a desire to link the 2007-2013 Structural Funds programme to clear spatial programmes; this project will contribute to that process.
Spatial Planning refers to the system of methods used by the public sector to influence the geographical distribution of people and activities, as well as the pattern of interaction between people and activities in different locations (Dubois and Gloersen 2006) . These methods are applied at various scales, including the urban, regional, national and international. The principles of spatial planning may be viewed as broad ranging, visionary integrating, deliverable and participative (Tewdwr-Jones 2004) .
In the last 6 years, spatial planning has emerged in Scotland, gradually replacing the traditional idea of land use planning. Four key publications have contributed to this: proposes a review of the planning system to adopt a more long-term strategic overview, a balanced sustainable approach, and an increase in stakeholder participation (Scottish Executive 2005) .
A strategic coordinated approach to spatial development, both cross-sectoral and across administrative boundaries is the key to avoiding potential conflicts, preventing unsatisfactory compromise, and delivering national policy at a local level. Spatial planning policy should be developed and its performance monitored based on a wide crosssector information pool which has been analysed to form a valuable evidence base. The development of an evidence base is the foundation for any effective policy development. The regions involved in the SpatialNorth project are all peripheral and have a low, dispersed population in extensive rural areas, with poor accessibility to services. The project is looking at the application of spatial planning in relation to a solution to these issues in particular. As a start, this paper summarises the current level of cross-sector coordination of strategic spatial plans relevant to the Highlands and Islands. Underdal (1980) stated that three criteria can be used to evaluate policy integration:
METHODOLOGY
• Comprehensiveness (summary and definition of plan);
• Consistency (evaluation of cross sector plan alignment);
• Aggregation (evaluation of individual policy strengths).
These three criteria have been utilised for the analysis of the situation in the Highlands and Islands. To further allow a detailed but representative analysis, the 'comprehensiveness' of plans will be based on an inventory of plans from the EU to the local level, covering three priority policy issues:
• Biodiversity and landscape;
• Connectivity (transport and communication); • Water and waste.
These three policy issues were chosen by representatives from the main public organisations within the Highlands and Islands responsible for spatial planning policy development and implementation, based on their current (2005) level of priority of spatial planning issues needing to be resolved and requiring a coordinated response. The inventory of plans was further categorised into policy levels. This categorisation was based on the following policy levels (Tewdwr-Jones and Williams 2001): Each strategic plan was then defined and mention of the use of specific policy development tools was noted. These tools included: spatial data or GIS, stakeholder participation, visions, targets and a broad evidence base.
'Consistency' (evaluation of plan alignment) was carried out through an assessment of the main strategic plan of each key agency stakeholder in the SpatialNorth project. The degree of alignment with national policies and local policies with reference to each of the three themes was assessed. This was based on the written text in a strategic document, looking at the extent to which a theme was covered in that plan and the level of coordination of national or local policy for each theme.
The same six documents were also assessed and scored in the same way with regard to 'Aggregation' (evaluation of individual policy strengths), based on the degree of integration of the strategy with economic, social and environmental sustainability. This methodology was based on the Cardiff Methodology (Bristow and Marsden 2000) , a policy analysis framework developed for assessing progress towards the integration of policies for sustainable rural development objectives, both within and between different policies and sectors. The framework, which was developed in the context of rural Scotland, compares policy performance in relation to the three facets of sustainable development. Again strategic plans were scored solely on the basis of their written content.
RESULTS

Comprehensiveness (summary and definition of plan)
The inventory highlighted the wide range and large number of strategic documents which contribute to policy within each theme, and emphasised the need for a coordinated approach to bring national policies to the local level (and vice versa). The plans spanned all policy levels and time frames, and review dates varied and were inconsistently adhered to. This highlights the difficulties in ensuring all plans are up to date and coordinated.
Very few plans had specific, measurable targets, and most of those that did derived their targets from higher policy levels. Equally, very few plans indicated how, when or by whom, policies would be implemented. Many plans stated that some form of stakeholder participation (ranging from basic consultation on draft documents to full participatory brainstorming exercises) had taken place during their preparation, but processes were inconsistent. Most strategies included a vision of some form or other, ranging from short mission statements to lengthy descriptions of the future (presented in the present tense). Very few plans demonstrated any use of spatial data and/or maps for policy decisionmaking or even presentation. Less than 50% demonstrated use of an evidence base to back up policy statements, those that did often referred to separate comprehensive documents describing the current situation.
Consistency (evaluation of cross-sector plan alignment)
Vertical and horizontal alignments were generally well demonstrated on paper with a few exceptions, notably the economic (jobs/tourism/agriculture) and biodiversity links. For the purpose of this exercise, though alignment may have been demonstrated in policy content (discussed later in this paper), assessment of the degree of alignment with other policy levels (i.e. weak or strong links above, below or horizontally) was based on the number of plans at different policy levels that were referred to by name within the text of each document.
There were no occurrences of policy contradictions, although there were several gaps where relevant policies should have been included (e.g. tourism, Crofters Commission and some Community Plans not having any landscape-related polices).
In terms of the alignment of actual policy content, plans were categorised based on the level of coverage or reference to a policy theme within the text of the document. Strategic plans are described as having 'better than expected' coverage, 'as expected' coverage or 'worse than expected' coverage. The majority of strategic plans fell into the 'as expected 'category.
CONCLUSION
This study identifies the current level of coordination and alignment of spatial planning within the Highlands and Islands. It indicates that, within the parameters of each of the chosen policy themes, identified by stakeholders as priority issues, a number of stakeholders do not take sufficient account of other stakeholders' policy objectives. Their published strategic policy documents do not adequately demonstrate that they recognise a coordinated approach is desirable and that their policies will have impacts on other stakeholders, This occurs at all policy levels and across most sectors, particularly tourism, agriculture (including crofting) and economic development. An additional concern is the apparent weakness of Community Plans to realise their role 'to improve the connection between national priorities and those at regional, local and neighbourhood levels' (Community Planning 2006).
However, whether horizontal and vertical alignment is, or is not, demonstrated by text references to other relevant spatial planning documents, does this reflect the real picture of a stakeholder's degree of integration with other sectors? This can only be found out by investigating more deeply than merely analysing the pages of a spatial plan. It requires talking to the policy-makers and operational staff, and identifying evidence of a coordinated approach throughout an organisation's plans and programmes. Nevertheless, while many sectoral stakeholders may recognise the importance of cross-sectoral coordination at various levels within their organisation, an official corporate stance is important to ensure the internal coordination of policy implementation and, externally, to adopt a uniform approach to wider policy issues.
Most spatial plans included a vision statement. However, to enable real coordination, policymakers should ensure that visions, policy statements and actions are in accordance with national and local visions across sectors -and are based on the long-term goals of sustainable development and creating sustainable communities. Sustainable development is now widely understood as adopting a balanced approach to development, equally taking into account present and future environmental, social and economic considerations. Could a shared cross-sectoral vision for a geographic area with similar issues, such as the Highlands and Islands, enable sectoral aims and objectives to be complementary to each other, leading to goal integration (Thomas 2003) and coordinated spatial planning policy development?
The use of an evidence base to inform policy development, evaluate policy options and provide indicators to set targets and monitor policy performance is fundamental to good plan making. Maximising the effectiveness of an information pool with contributions from all stakeholders, whether it be scientific spatial data or public consultation comments, involves commitment and resources, but the payback of a fully integrated spatial plan is worth it.
